Retropharyngeal abscess--the foreign body connection.
Retropharyngeal abscesses have been described to be more common among children especially under the age of three or four years and oropharyngeal infection have been implicated as a common etiological factor. However, this series reveals that retropharyngeal abscesses are more commonly seen in adults in our local population. Regional trauma resulting from an ingested foreign body is the leading cause of retropharyngeal abscess in this series. Twenty-three patients seen consecutively between January 1983 and June 1989 at the Department of Otolaryngology, Singapore General Hospital were reviewed retrospectively. Factors such as age, sex, racial distribution, presenting symptoms and signs, methods used to arrive at diagnosis, therapy and complications were studied and analysed. A lateral radiograph of the neck was the single most valuable investigation in the evaluation of the retropharyngeal space. Retropharyngeal and retrotracheal width were measured in 210 normal lateral neck radiographs to establish a normal range in our population. Retropharyngeal widening greater than 5 mm and retrotracheal widening greater than 15 mm was considered significant and was noted in all 23 patients. Regional trauma resulting from an ingested foreign body was the cause of the retropharyngeal abscess in thirteen (56.5%) patients.